NEJF
WE   SAT  IN  A  LITTLE   CIRCLE,   SEVEN  EFFENDIS,   THE  RAIS
Baladiya, and myself, on chairs on the quayside at Kufa,
at the northern end of the town.   Its one line of houses,
small quay, and moored barges with painted blue trellis-
work cabins, were foreshortened, and vague in the dusk.
Sucking up to the bank with a gurgle now and then, as if
to join in the conversation, the Euphrates flowed at our
feet, wide in flood.   The shaving of a new moon appeared
above it, declaring the end of Safar, the second month of
mourning; and at the sign of its straw-coloured crescent,
a dozen fires or more shone in the palm-tree darkness of
the opposite bank: they flickered up and down, waved by
unseen arms, and then drifted for a second or two, burning,
downstream: they are thrown in at the end of the month
of lamentation to carry away the sorrows of the year, a
custom no doubt as ancient as the river-made land itself.
Our modern Iraqis, dressed European, their sidaras on their
laps, seeing these flames, glanced up at the crescent hiltal,
and wished each other luck, as unconscious of moon worship
as the average churchgoing Englishman when he sings
Halleluiah.
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